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MARK TWAIN'S STUDY OF THE EFFECTS OF SLAVERY
AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO TRAINING
by
Sharon F. Nielsen
December, 1971
This paper presents a study of Mark Twain's
treatment of slavery, especially in relation to his
theory of training.

In his novels Huckleberry Finn,

Puddn'head Wilson, The Prince and the Pauper, and!
Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court Twain portrays the effects of slavery and training on the
personality of the slave and the slaveholder.

Twain

deals largely with the psychological effects of slavery,
which tend to dehumanize both slave and slaveholder,
deeply and permanently marking their personalities.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
Though lfJ.a.rk Twain was dubbed the "Lincoln of our
literature" by his friend William Dean Howells, there was
a time during his life when he was unwilling, perhaps unable, to take a stand against slavery.
a slaveholding community.
his uncle owned slaves.

Twain grew up in

In fact both his father and
Thus Twain was able to write

later in his Autobiography, "In my school-boy days I had
no aversion to slavery.
anything wrong about it."

I was not aware that there was
Twain went on to explain that

no one said anything against slavery, the pulpit taught
the townspeople that God approved it, and Bible texts
were used to prove the sanctity of it (15:6).

Twain also

recalled the attitudes of his mother, which of course
were bound to influence his own feelings.

He described

her as one who would not have taken away the liberty of
a rat, yet condoned human slavery:
• • • as far as her experience went, the wise, and
the good and the holy were unanimous in the conviction that slavery was right, righteous, the
peculiar pet of the deity, and a condition which
the slave himself ought to be duly and nightly
thankful for (15:30).
As a result of Twain's early pro-slavery experiences, his writings before and during the Civil War
1

2

indicate either indifference or opposition to the antislavery forces (7:19$).

During the war he became a Con-

federate volunteer, deserted after only three weeks, and
went West.

His motive apparently was not one of consci-

ence, but rather just a lack of interest in the issues
of the war (7:194-97).
Gradually, however, Twain's attitudes changed.
He came to view slavery as a great injustice and a basic
contradiction to the precepts on which the United States
was founded (7:19$).

Kenneth Lynn describes Twain's

transition from his provincial viewpoint to his belief
in racial equality as a long and complicated one.

How-

ever, he says that the crucial period in Twain's transformation was during his war-time trip to the West,
where he experienced a kind of democracy he had never
known in the South.

As Lynn says, during those years

"he shucked off forever the outlook of the slaveholding
aristocrat" (10:143-44).

With this transformation Twain

came to feel that he had to atone for his previous indifference towards and even support of slavery (7:19$).
He once explained to a friend that he "held himself
responsible for the wrong which the white race had done
the black race in slavery" (7:192).
Twain-was able to find one avenue for atonement
in his writings.

As some of his works clearly indicate,
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he wrote from an advantageous viewpoint.

He had not

only his own intimate experiences with Southern slavery
to draw upon, but also the perspective that came from
having held two entirely different beliefs about slavery.
As a young boy he had partially experienced in himself
the mind of the slaveholder.

Later as a man he tried to

identify with the mind of the slave.

In looking back on

his youth Twain realized that he had held the very attitudes which made slavery possible, and his early conclusion was that "training and association can accomplish
strange miracles" (15:30).
Twain gives his fullest attention to the subject
of slavery in four of his novels:

The Prince and the

Pauper (1880), Huckleberry Finn (1884), A Connecticut
Yankee in King Arthur's Court (1889), and Pudd'nhead
Wilson (1894).

Glimpses of Twain's developing anti-

slavery attitudes are seen in The Prince and the Pauper
set in sixteenth century England.

In Huckleberry Finn

and Pudd'nhead Wilson Twain depicts slavery in the South.
He makes his attack somewhat subtly, especially in
Huckleberry Finn where he voices his anti-slavery attitudes through an outcast of society, Huck.

The setting

of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court is sixth
century, feudal England.

In this book Twain finally lets

loose a bitter and satiric attack on Southern slavery,
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thinly disguised as England's feudal system.
In these four books Mark Twain explores the
"psychology of slavery."

He traces the effect of slavery

on both the personality of the slave and the slaveholder.
In so doing, he also examines elements of man's nature,
his motives, his thinking, and his rationalizations which
make slavery possible.

It is interesting that in Twain's

study of such a complex question he finds one key that,
to him, underlies most of the observed effects, motives,
thinking; almost all is ultimately traced back to training.
By

0

training," Twain means all the outside influ-

ences which are brought to bear on a man.

He especially

emphasizes man's habitat or environment and his associations.

In his essay What is Man?

Twain declares that

"a man is never anything but what his outside influences
have made him.

They train him downward or they train him

upward--but they train him • • • " (21:43).

Twain denies

that man is born with a conscience which knows right from
wrong in any absolute sense.

He maintains that man's

"conscience," like the rest of his personality, is a
result of training (21:21).

Twain further comments that

no single influence can make a man do a thing which is
at war with his training.

However, it can start his mind

on a new track and open it to the reception of other new
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influences (21:60).

Furthermore, if a man is able to

change his habitat and environment, the chances are increased that these new influences will be able to take
effect on him (21:46).
Twain's essay What is Man?, which he wrote just
a few years before his death, reflects the height of his
deterministic outlook.

However, the essay was not merely

the result of personal bitterness during his last few
years, but rather a culmination of a philosophy that had
been building in his mind for many years.

DeLancey

Ferguson comments that though Twain did most of the writing of his essay between 1898 and 1900, he had planned
the book as early as 1886 in the middle of his good
fortune and happiness (6:277).
Some of the same deterministic ideas found in his
later essay were earlier poured into the pages of the
Yankee published in 1889 (6:242).

Although Twain cannot

be fully identified with the persona of Hank Morgan, it
seems clear that Twain frequently uses Hank as a mouthpiece for expressing his own attitudes on training and
slavery.

For example, through Hank, Twain makes such

broad and emphatic statements as:
Training--training is everything; training is
all there is to a person. We speak of nature; it
is folly; there is no such thing as nature; what
we call by that misleading name is merely heredity
and training. We have no thoughts of our own, no
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opinions of our own; they are transmitted to us,
trained into us (16:150).
It must be kept in mind, however, that in his
earlier writings Twain did not hold consistently to his
theory of training.

In What is Man?, where he rigorously

followed his theory to its logical end, Twain was forced
into claiming that man deserves neither praise nor blame
for what he is or does, because he is merely the product
of outside influences and training (21:9).

This mechan-

istic viewpoint automatically strips man of any moral
responsibility.

Obviously, Twain could not consistently

hold to this viewpoint and at the same time have any
basis for his attack on slavery.

As he became enraged

against slavery and oppression, he was forced to regard
man as a morally responsible creature.
Thus Twain's treatment of slavery brought into
play in his writings a deep ambivalence as he swung between the theories of mechanism and moral autonomy.
Seemingly, Twain relied on the theory of moral autonomy
in order to wage his attack on slavery.

Then when trying

to explain the existence of slavery and the behavior of
the slave and the slaveholder, Twain reverted to his
mechanistic theory.
Like the word "training" the terms "slave" and
"slaveholder" need to be defined according to Twain's
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use of them.

These two terms take on a broader meaning

as Twain considers the aristocracy in King Arthur's
society to be slaveholders in essence.

Through Hank,

Twain comments that the blunting effects of slavery upon
the slaveholder's moral perceptions are well-known, "and
a privileged class, an aristocracy, is but a band of
slaveholders under another name" (16:233-34).

As the

aristocracy in Arthur's society played the role of slaveholder, the majority of the nation was automatically
forced into the role of slave:
The most of King Arthur's British nation were
slaves, pure and simple, and bore that name, and
wore the iron collar on their necks; and the rest
were slaves in fact, but without the name; they
imagined themselves men and freemen, and called
themselves so (16:63).
In this context then Twain also examines the freeman and
the aristocrat for the effects of slavery along with the
recognized slave and slaveholder.
It is significant that in Pudd'nhead Wilson and
Huckleberry Finn, where Twain is dealing with the actual
institution of slavery in the United States, he clearly
shows the aristocratic nature of the societies.

For

example, he opens Pudd'nhead Wilson with a portrayal of
the ruling class of Dawson's Landing.

York Leicester

Driscoll, the chief citizen and leading slaveholder of
the town, was the epitome of the aristocrat.

"To be a

gentlernan--a gentleman without stain or blernish--was his
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only religion, and to it he was always faithful" (20:3).
Honor stood first, and when the laws of honor required
certain things of him which his religion might forbid,
then his religion had to yield.

The laws could not be

relaxed for any reason (20:102).
In Huckleberry Finn Twain points out that the
slaveholding Colonel Grangerford was a "gentleman."

His

feuding neighbors the Shepherdsons were another clan of
aristocracy.

"They was as high-toned and well born and

rich and grand as the tribe of Grangerfords" (14:148).
Huck also claimed that the slaveholding Widow Douglass
was of the first aristocracy in his town (14:146).
Philip Foner comments that Twain shows how a
slaveholding culture breeds an aristocratic, feudal
tradition in a democratic society (7:210).

In his

Autobiography Twain describes this relationship between
a slaveholding society and an aristocratic society, as
he had observed it in his boyhood.

He writes that al-

though Hannibal was in some ways like a little democracy,
the "aristocratic taint" was there.

He reasons that this

was due to the fact that the town's population had come
from slave states and still had the institution of slavery
with them in their new home (15:28).
One of Twain's favorite theories was that the
prewar South had been "debilitated by a chivalry-disease
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contracted from reading Walter Scott's medieval romances
• • • " ( 12: 83 ) •

He felt that this chivalric ideal which

the South had embraced encouraged the notion of caste and
the tolerance of violence, which were necessary in a slave
society (1:104).

In Life on the Mississippi Twain devel-

oped this idea at length:
It was Sir Walter that made every gentleman in the
South a major or a colonel, or a general or a judge,
before the war • • • • For it was he that created
rank and caste down there, and also reverence for
rank and caste • • • • Enough is laid on slavery,
without fathering upon it these creations and
contributions of Sir Walter (17:272).
Thus it was no mere accident that Twain chose the
setting of Arthur's feudal, chivalric England for his
attack on Southern slavery in the Yankee.

In so doing,

he was able to point out the basic similarities and ties
between a slaveholding society and an aristocratic society
and to show how the effects on men are the same.

Chapter 2

THE EFFECTS OF SLAVERY AND TRAINING ON THE SLAVE
Kenneth M. Stampp in his study of Southern slavery
lists certain basic steps a slavemaster followed (either
consciously or unconsciously) in training an "ideal
slave":

(1) establish and maintain strict discipline,

requiring unconditional submission, (2) implant in the
bondsmen a consciousness of personal inferiority, (3) awe
them with a sense of the master's enormous power, (4)
impress the slaves with their helplessness and create in
them a habit of dependence upon the master (13:144-46).
In this statement Stampp summarizes not only the goals
of the slaveholder, but also the effects of slavery on
the slave.

For obviously the two went hand-in-hand.

SENSE OF INFERIORITY
Under slavery the subjected person developed a
degraded self-concept, amounting perhaps to self-hate.
Psychology points out that the human personality is very
dependent on the attitudes of other people.

To a large

extent a person's self-concept is based on the responses
of other people to him (or on his perception of their
responses).

Thus if a person is continually held in
10
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contempt by people around him, he soon develops a contemptuous self-picture.
Two black psychologists, William Grier and Price
Cobbs, in their study of Southern slavery comment:
To be a bondsman was to experience a psychological
development very different from the master's.
Slavery required the creation of a particular kind
of person, one compatible with a life of involuntary
servitude. The ideal slave had to be absolutely
dependent and have a deep consciousness of personal
inferiority. His color was made the badge of that
degradation (8:26).
In Pudd'nhead Wilson this sense of inferiority
is seen in Roxy, who referred to herself at one point
as a "nigger wench" (20:67).

However, Twain makes it

clear that something broader than a self-concept was
involved.

The slavery of the South had produced a "race-

concept" for the Negro.

Though Roxy was only part Negro

she felt degraded by that blood.

When she was disgusted

with the "lowdown" behavior of Tom, she immediately
blamed it on his Negro blood:
dat•s what it is.

"It's de nigger in you,

Thirty-one parts o' you is white,

en on'y one part nigger, en dat po' little part is yo'
soul" (20:123).
While the slave regarded himself as inferior, he
naturally regarded his master as superior.

Grier and

Cobbs comment that the black man regarded whites as more
intelligent and intrinsically better than himself (8:191).
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Twain illustrates this in a scene from Huckleberry Finn.
Tom Sawyer had explained to Jim all the ridiculous things
he had to do if he was to be a genuine prisoner.
commented:

Huck

"Jim he couldn't see no sense in the most of

it but he allowed we was white folks and knowed better
than him, so he was satisfied and said he would do it all
just as Tom said" (14:344).
M.a.n's basic need to respect himself was ignored
by slavery, which imposed inferior feelings on the slave.
Thus the slave found alternate ways of meeting this need.
Like the whites the slaves also had an internal class
structure.

According to Stampp this was partly a result

of their quest for personal prestige.

"Slaves yearned

for some recognition of their worth as individuals, if
only from those in their own limited social orbit. • • •
Each slave cherished whatever shreds of self-respect he
could preserve" (13:333-34).
This grasping for some kind of dignity is seen
in Roxy, who took such pride in her "royal" ancestry and
her child's aristocratic father.

She explained to Tom:

My great-great-great-gran'father • • • was ole Cap'n
John Smith, de highest blood dat Ole Virginny ever
turned out, en his great-great gran'mother • • • was
Pocahontas de Injun queen, en her husbun' was a
nigger king outen Africa • • • (20:124).
In another scene with Tom, Roxy assumed a dignified bearing and declared, "You ain't got no 'casion to
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be shame' o' yo' father • • • •
in dis whole town • • • " (20:75).

He wuz de highest quality
She assured Tom that

there wasn't any other nnigger" in town that was as high
born as he was; he could hold his head as high as he
wanted to (20:75).
In a brief scene at the beginning of Pudd'nhead
Wilson Roxy engaged in a playful conversation with a
neighboring slave.

When he men.tioned that he was going

to "come a-courting" her, Roxy scoffed, "You is, you
black mud cat!

Yah-yah-yah!

I got somep'n better to do

den 'sociat'n wid niggers as black as you is" (20:10).
Although Twain describes the conversation as merely a
"friendly duel," it does reveal the class structure within the slave society.

As mentioned earlier, color was

made the slave's badge of degradation.

Consequently,

the lighter Negroes (like Roxy who looked white) indulged
in looking down on the darker Negroes.
In A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court
Hank noticed a similar caste system.

As he walked along

the road with a coalburner (a freeman) they met several
people.

The coalburner was deeply reverent to the monk,

abject to the gentleman, cordial and gossipy to the farmer
and free mechanic, and snobbish to the slave (16:303).
Because the coalburner was treated as inferior by the
church (the monk) and the nobility (the gentleman), he
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grasped at the chance to feel superior to the slave,
though in reality they were both slaves to the aristocracy.
INFANTILIZATION
"The system of slavery was in its essence a
process of infantilization ••

., " writes Stampp (13:327).

This idea is, of course, closely connected with the idea
of the slave's self-concept.

As the slave was made to

feel inferior, he naturally developed (to some extent)
a childlike dependence.
In various ways the white man tried to justify
to himself and the world the lot of the slaves.

The

slavemaster maintained that the slave was a simple child,
who needed the protective guardianship of a benevolent
parent ($:26).

The Southern whites told themselves and

the world that the plantations were the best schools yet.
invented for the mass training of such an inert and backward people as the Negroes (5:11).

Out of these beliefs

grew the paternalism whereby a benevolent master gave a
slave privileges and comforts, but at the same time made
him into something less than a man.
The most generous master • • • could be paternal
only toward a fawning dependent; for slavery by
its nature, could never be a relationship between
equals • • • • The slave who had most completely
lost his manhood • • • was the best one suited to
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receive the favors and affection of a patriarch
(13:327).
Stanley Elkin comments that the reward of the
master's "love" was often held out to the slave, but on
the terms that he was to be a child forever (5:132).
This situation was reflected in the fact that the Negro
male was addressed as "boy" until he finally reached an
age where "uncle" seemed more appropriate (5:130).
Through Hank, Twain expresses this same idea of
infantilization:

"You see, in a country where they have

ranks and castes, a man isn't ever a man, he is only part
of a man, he can't ever get his full growth" (16:322).
Hank was made aware of this fact in his encounter with
Dowley.

As soon as Hank proved his superiority over him

in fortune, Dowley "knuckled down."

And as Hank observed,

it was difficult to insult him after that.
Jim in Huckleberry Finn partly illustrates the
infantilization produced by slavery.

Of course, Jim's

basic intelligence and shrewdness are evident.

As Huck

discovered, in the important matters Jim was "most always
right" (14:106).

However, coupled with Jim's intelligence

was childlike simplicity, superstition, and illiteracy:
evidence of the infantilization which slavery had produced.
Jim, who lived in the terrible and magical world of
superstition, consulted a hair-ball, which he said had a
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spirit that knew everything (14:24-25).

Jim was child-

like by virtue of not only his superstitious nature, but
also his illiteracy, which resulted in his sometimes
backward and incoherent reasoning.

In one scene Huck

tried in vain to explain to Jim that the French speak a
language different from English.

In exasperation Huck

finally exclaimed, "I see it warn't no use wasting words-you can't learn a nigger to argue" (14:111).
Jim's illiteracy was just another result of white
efforts to keep slaves dependent.

When the Negroes first

arrived from Africa, they naturally could not speak
English.

It was to the advantage of the slaveholders

that the slaves' illiteracy served to make them a bewildered and dependent people in their new situation.
Thus the slavemasters taught them just enough to be able
to carry out their duties as slaves.

In fact, every

Southern state except Maryland and Kentucky had strict
laws forbidding anyone to teach slaves reading and
writing (5:60).
BLINDNESS TO CONTRADICTION
Because of their inferiority feelings, dependence,
and illiteracy, slaves were often blind to the contradictions they lived with.

If the all-wise master declared

that something was true, they believed him.

They either
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did not bother or were not able to reason out the situation for themselves.
Frederick Douglass in his Narrative writes of
this blindness which the slaveholders promoted by keeping the slaves illiterate and continually busy.
I have found that, to make a contented slave, it
it is necessary to make a thoughtless one. It is
necessary to darken his moral and mental vision,
and, as far as possible, to annihilate the power
of reason. He must be able to detect no inconsistencies in slavery; he must be made to feel
that slavery is right; and he can be brought to
that only when he ceases to be a man (4:133).
Several times Hank came across this blind unreasoning in the oppressed people of Arthur's society:
It was pitiful • • • to listen to their humble
and hearty outpourings of loyalty toward their
king and Church and nobility; as if they had
any more occasion to love and honor king and
Church and noble than a slave has to love and
honor the lash • • • (16:62).
Any kind of aristocracy is an insult to the people, continued Hank, but if you are born and brought up in that
kind of society, you probably never realize it, and even
when someone tells you, you don't believe him (16:62).
A similar kind of blind loyalty is found in the
band of thieves in The Prince and the Pauper.

They were

able in one breath to denounce the laws and government
as unjust and in the next breath to declare their loyalty
to the king:
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• • • we be bad men, in some few trifling ways, but
none among us is so base as to be traitor to his
king; we be loving and loyal hearts, in that regard • • • • Now--all together: 'Long live
Edward, King of England!' (19:142)
These men had been carefully taught that to lack loyalty
for the king was to be a base traitor.

So they glossed

over their resentments with declarations of loyalty.
In his Notebook Twain comments on this "loyalty"
which the oppressed often surprisingly display:
Loyalty is a word which has worked vast harm; for
it has been made to trick men into being "loyal 0
to a thousand iniquities, whereas the true loyalty
should have been to themselves--in which case
there would have ensued a rebellion, and the
throwing off of that deceptive yoke (18:199).
The twisting of words is a kind of propaganda technique,
which the slaveholder used to help create a satisfactory
slave.
EXCESSIVE FEAR
Another obvious effect seen in the personality
of the subjected was excessive fear.

Because of his

inferior position and apparent lack of power, the slave
could be easily manipulated by threats.

Fear determined

many of his actions and reactions.
From the slaveholder's point of view the ideal
slave was created by first convincing him of his inferiority and then impressing him with the unlimited power of
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the master (13:144-46).

"To make them stand in fear" was

a major purpose of the slaveholder, a main method of
subjection.

And it seems he was generally successful.

According to Stampp the "predominant and overpowering"
emotion that whites aroused in most slaves was fear
(13:3$1).

Frederick Douglass in his writings stated his

belief that most slaves stood in awe of white men.

Like

Twain, Douglass also indicated the role of training in
the creation of the slave personality:
Trained from the cradle up, to think and feel that
their masters are superior, and invested with a
sort of sacredness, there are few who can outgrow
or rise above the control which that sentiment
exercises (3:250-51).
This fear is illustrated in Pudd'nhead Wilson
when Mr. Driscoll tried to get a confession of thievery
from one of his slaves.

He finally threatened to sell

them all "down the river" if no one confessed.

The horror

of this threat produced a dramatic reaction:
It was equivalent to condemning them to hell!
No Missouri Negro doubted this. Roxy reeled in her
tracks, and the color vanished out of her face; the
others dropped to their knees as if they had been
shot; tears gushed from their eyes, their supplicated
hands went up, and three answers came in the one
instant. "I done it!" ( 20: 16-17)
The threat of selling them down the river seemed
to be a favorite one which masters held over the heads
of their slaves.

And Roxy did not quickly recover from

the horror of the suggestion.

That night "no wink of
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sleep visited Roxy's eyes.
possession of her.
down the river!

A profound terror had taken

Her child could grow up and be sold

The thought crazed her with horror"

(20:18).
This same fear within the subjected personality
is seen in Tom Canty in The Prince and the Pauper.

When

Tom realized he was in the king's presence, "his face
blanched, and he dropped as instantly upon his knees as
if a shot had brought him there" (19:27).

At the king's

request Tom approached "humble and trembling" and
stammered out, "I am the meanest among thy subjects,
being a pauper born • • • u (19:28).

Tom had learned well

his lessons of inferiority; he knew how to stand in fear.
The fear exhibited by the slave was usually wellgrounded, arising out of the cruelty of the subjector.
Tom Canty in his new position as prince was fearful that
the royalty might discover his real identity.

"Might

they not hang him at once, and inquire into his case
afterward?

He had heard that the great were prompt about

small matters" (19:25).
The episode in the Yankee concerning the burning
of the baron's house illustrates the terrible power of
this fear, which can drive men to savage acts.

Hank

Morgan was both puzzled and pained at the quickness with
which the "oppressed community had turned their cruel
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hands against their own class in the interest of the
common oppressor" (16:298).

One family was merely sus-

pected of the crime, and the other neighbors, without
bothering to inquire, set out to hang and butcher the
suspect family.
However, further probing on Hank's part revealed
the underlying feelings.

As one of the neighbors gained

confidence in Hank, the grip of fear and oppression loosened.

The humble man was able to explain that he and

the others had helped to hang their neighbors, because
if they had failed to show enthusiasm and loyalty for
the overlords, their own lives would have been in danger
(16:301).
On another occasion Hank witnessed the dramatic
effect of fear in the lives of the freemen.

In his con-

versation with Dowley during Marco's dinner party, Hank
skillfully talked him into a corner by pointing out that
he had broken the law in paying over the maximum wage to
his help.

The penalty for such a crime was a fine and

the pillory for the offender, as well as for all who had
known of the crime but did not inform.

Of course, all

of the guests were aware that the pillory often meant
permanent disablement, if not death.

As the party guests

suddenly realized that they were at the mercy of Hank, a
stranger, they went to pieces:

"Pale, shaky, dumb, piti-
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ful?

Why, they weren't any better than so many dead men"

(16:336).

Hank was amazed at their extreme reaction, but

then realized that he was dealing with a cruelly oppressed and suspicious people, who were used to having
advantage taken of their helplessness.

They had no

reason to expect mercy from him, a stranger (16:336-37).
The excessive fear within the slave personality
is evident on a greater scale in the reactions of the
masses in Arthur's society.

They were slaves to the

Church and the nobles, before whom they cringed and by
whom they were manipulated.

The masses had for one day

rejoiced at Hank's idea of a republic.

However, a dis-

approving frown from the Church and the nobles "shriveled
them into sheep!" (16:429-30)
The role of training again becomes evident.

The

people had been trained to be fearful, to be dependent,
and to be unthinking, so that they could be easily led
and manipulated.

Thus when the cue (perhaps a "disapprov-

ing frown") was given, the people quickly adopted the
thinking and attitudes of the subjectors, even though it
often contradicted their experience.

As Hank pointed

out, "even the very men who had lately been slaves were
in the 'righteous cause,' [the subjectors' cause] and
glorifying it, praying for it • • • " (16:430).
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BREAKDOWN OF MORAL AND SOCIAL VALUES
Under slavery the subjected people also suffered
a kind of breakdown of their moral and social code.
Stampp points out that in Africa the Negroes had had a
well-regulated family life and moral code.

However,

in America because of their servitude they experienced
the disintegration of this social organization; these
old standards were lost.

As slaves it was also impossible

for them to adopt white standards.

Thus for the slaves

a kind of "cultural chaos" developed (13:340).
It was inevitable that out of this chaos some
kind of new code would grow, makeshift and undesirable
though it might be.

If slaves were unable to have

success and respectability according to white standards,
they would use other standards to measure success and
morality; they would find other ways of earning prestige
within their group.

For example, most slaves admired

the bold rebel who challenged the master's discipline.
They respected the habitual runaway.

And stealing was

an approved way of "tricking the master," which even the
more timid could engage in (13:334-35).
According to slaveholders, petty theft among the
slaves was a constant problem; they would take whatever
they could get their hands on (13:125).

The slaves,
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however, had a somewhat different definition of dishonesty
in their own code.

They might be punished by the master

for stealing, but they were not disgraced among the other
slaves, who made a distinction between "taking" and
"stealing."

Taking was appropriating things from the

master, in other words merely taking part of the master's
property for the benefit of another part of his property
(the slave himself).

On the other hand, stealing meant

taking something that belonged to another slave.

This

was considered an offense (13:125).
This situation is clearly illustrated in a scene
between

~ir.

Driscoll and his household slaves.

He had

found a small sum of money missing and had called his
slaves together to demand a confession.
The denial was general. None had stolen anything-not money, anyway--a little sugar, or cake, or
honey, or something like that, that "Marse Percy
wouldn't mind or miss," but not money--never a
cent of money. They were eloquent in their
protestations • • • • The truth was, all were
guilty but Roxana • • • (20:14).
Roxy found herself innocent in this particular
situation, but it was merely a matter of luck.

The

night before she had been saved at a revival meeting.
So the next morning when she found the money on the
master's desk, she was able to resist the temptation to
take it.

Twain smilingly comments, "She made this

sacrifice as a matter of religious etiquette • • • a
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week or two would limber up her piety" and she would take
the next two dollars she found (20:15).
Roxy's casual attitude about stealing or "taking"
is illustrated again in a scene with Tom.

When he con-

fessed to Roxy that he had been stealing from homes in
Dawson's Landing in order to pay his gambling debts,
"his mother approved of his conduct and offered to help"
(20:73).
The authors of Black Rage comment that it is
likely that statistics would show that blacks steal more
than whites.

They explain that "there is no more effi-

cient way to produce a thief than to steal a man's substance and command that he hold his peace" (8:110).

Twain

reiterates this same idea as he asks the question concerning Roxy:

"Was she bad?

run of her race?"

Was she worse than the general

His conclusion is:

"No.

They had an

unfair show in the battle of life, and they held it no
sin to take military advantage of the enemy--in a small
way • • • but not in a large one" (20:15).

The slave

reasoned that surely God would not hold him guilty for
taking such trifles from the man "who daily robbed him
of an inestimable treasure--his liberty • • • u (20:16).
Another aspect of this social and moral breakdown suffered by the Negro slaves was family instability.
The slave family was constantly broken up as members were
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sold to separate farms.

Even when a husband and wife

remained together for a period of time, a stable marriage
was difficult to build.

The Negro male was free to be

a husband sexually, but he could not perform other important husbandly functions, such as providing for and
protecting his family.

In situations where the husband

should have held the final authority, the master always
had the power to overrule him.

Often a slave husband

had to stand by helplessly while his wife or children
were beaten, or while the master carried on relations
with his wife (13:346).

As Grier and Cobbs summarize,

"Under slavery, the black man was a psychologically emasculated and totally dependent human being" (8:60).
Twain illustrates the agony of this situation in
a scene in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court.
Hank and the king in their travels met a band of slaves.
One of the young women was whipped mercilessly, while
her husband was forced to help hold her down.
was sold and separated from her husband.

Later she

"They had to

be torn apart by force; the girl had to be dragged away,
and she struggled and fought and shrieked like one gone
mad • • • " ( 16: 190).
Stampp writes that "the final consequence of
family instability was widespread sexual promiscuity
among both men and women" (13:346).

Although Twain
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typically avoids the subject of sex, he does in Pudd'nhead Wilson briefly touch on the subject of miscegenation.
Early in the book Twain mentions that while Roxy was one
sixteenth Negro, her child was only one part Negro and
thirty-one parts white.

For Chamber's father, as Twain

later briefly mentions, was the slaveholding aristocrat
Colonel Cecil Burleigh Essex.

Henry Nash Smith comments

that "Tom's mixed biological heritage points to the
further fact that slavery debases sexual relations."

He

points out that Twain cautiously places the fact of sexual intercourse between master and slave at two removes
from the actual story.

First he makes Roxy, Tom's mother,

the slave of a shadowy brother of Judge Driscoll when
Tom is born.

Then he creates an even more shadowy figure,

Colonel Essex, to be Tom's biological father (11:174).
Twain gives one more interesting glimpse into
Roxy's past or at least her feelings about that seemingly
disreputable episode of her life.

Tom, when he learned

that he was Roxy's son, asked her who his father was.
He assumed that he was asking an embarrassing question,
but he was wrong.

Roxy betrayed no shame or guilt.

Instead she "drew herself up with a proud toss of her
head" and named the father as having been one of the most
prominent and high born men of the town (20:74-75).

HUMILITY AND MEEKNESS
Perhaps the most obvious effect of subjection was
the humility, meekness, and resignation which marked the
oppressed personality.

In the case of the ostensible

Chambers, Twain provides some interesting glimpses of
this personality in the making.

Through stimulus and

response the aristocrat was trained to be the slave.
babyhood Tom abused Chambers without reprimand.

In

And

Chambers quickly learned that it was to his advantage to
meekly bear the abuse, rather than to resent it or to
fight back.

Before Chambers learned this lesson he "over-

stepped the line three times, and got three such convincing canings from • • • his father • • • that he took Tom's
cruelties in all humility after that, and made no more
experiments" (20:20).
Like Chambers, Roxy too soon learned that she
must meekly submit to her "master" even though he was her
son.

She saw herself lose her rights and privileges of

motherhood and sink to the "somber depths" of slavery.
"She was merely his chattel now, his convenience, his dog,
his cringing and helpless slave, the humble and unresisting victim of his capricious temper and vicious nature"
(20:33).
Even after Roxy was a free woman coming back to
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visit Tom, she still exhibited this attitude of meekness.
She reacted consciously and unconsciously in accordance
with her training, which had convinced her that servility
was expected of her, and if she did not readily offer it,
it would be forcefully demanded.

Therefore Roxy "ap-

proached her son with all the wheedling and supplicating
servilities that fear and interest can impart to the words
and attitudes of the born slave" (20:62).
In portraying the subjected people in King Arthur's
land, Twain shows various degrees of this meekness of
spirit.

Hank visited with a group of ostensible freemen,

whose situation was little better than that of slaves.
Their rights, privileges, and wealth were in the hands
of the Church, the noblemen, and the king.
hibited the meekness of slaves.

They ex-

However, coupled with

this meekness was their belief that the organization of
the society was ordained by God.

Thus they accepted it

as right, as the natural order of things.

As Hank talked

with the people, he discovered that they were "as full
of humble reverence for their king and Church and nobility as their worst enemy could desire" (16:106).

Again

the blindness of the slave is illustrated, as it is linked with his meekness.
The lives of the freemen as well as the slaves
served one purpose.

In every area they sacrificed that
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the nobility might live gloriously.

For their sacrifice

they received contempt and abuse, and yet nso poorspirited were they that they took even this sort of
attention as an honor" (16:63).
people is surprising.
crous."

This attitude of the

Hank called it "pitifully ludi-

The fact that these subjected people could

express a sort of contentment with the situation just
goes to show, as Hank said, "that there isn't anything
you can't stand, if you are only born and bred to it"

(16:65).
John Dollard in his discussion of the psychological mechanism of "accommodation11 sheds some light on
the mysterious loyalty, reverence, even love which the
slave sometimes showed toward his oppressor.

According

to Dollard:
Accommodation involves the renunciation of protest
or aggression against undesirable conditions of life
and the organization of the character so that
protest does not appear, but acceptance does. It
may come to pass in the end that the unwelcome
force is idealized, that one identifies with it
and takes it into the personality; it sometimes
even happens that what is at first resented and
feared is finally loved (2:255).
In other words, Twain's meek and loyal characters illustrate how the human personality and psyche tend to accept
that evil which it sees no way of changing.

Thus instead

of facing continual struggle, the personality can enjoy
a kind of false contentment.
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A greater degree of meekness is seen in the actual
slaves of King Arthur's society.

Their degradation is

greater, reducing them to dumb resignation.
like bodies from which the spirits have fled.

They are
Hank was

shocked when he overtook a procession of slaves.

All

their faces were cast down "and bore that set expression
of hopelessness which is bred of long and hard trials and
old acquaintance with despair" (16:187-88).

While the

freemen, meek-spirited as they were, were able to respond
to their situation (though the response be as ludicrous
as their sort of contentment), the slaves in their utter
resignation seemed incapable of any type of response.
This same pitiful state is seen in a poor peasant
family.

The father had been imprisoned in the past for

some long-forgotten offense.

Hank was again puzzled by

the attitude and reaction of the family:
• • • this dreadful matter brought from these downtrodden people no outburst of rage against these
oppressors. They had been heritors and subjects
of cruelty and outrage so long that nothing could
have startled them but a kindness. Yes, here was
a curious revelation, indeed, of the depth to
which this people had sunk in slavery. Their entire
being was reduced to a monotonous dead level of
patience, resignation, dumb uncomplaining acceptance of whatever might befall them in this life.
Their very imagination was dead (16:170).
Once again Twain brings out the point that they had been
born and bred (in other words trained) into the slave
role, which now sapped their very humanity.
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In King Arthur's society much of this training
issued from the Church.

Hank accused the Church of con-

verting a nation of men into a nation of worms.

She used

the doctrines of Christ to further her own purpose of
power over the people.

To the commoners she preached

the lessons of humility, obedience to superiors, the
beauty of self-sacrifice, meekness under insult, patience,
meanness of spirit, and non-resistance under. oppression
(16:65).
In the prisons priests came daily to pray with
the captives.

But the most important function of their

visits was to remind the captives that God had put them
there for some wise purpose and to teach them that "patience, humbleness and submission to oppression was what
He loved to see in parties of subordinate rank • • • "
(16:160).
Louis Budd comments that Hank "accused the
church of not only failing to oppose slavery but also
spreading a slave mentality" (1:128-29).

And as Hank

(seemingly speaking for Twain) remarked, "Even down to
my birth-century that poison was still in the blood of
Christendom" (16:65).

Twain's indictment of the Catholic

Church in Arthur's society reflects his criticism of the
Protestant Church in the South.

As mentioned previously,

in his Autobiography Twain recorded his memories of the
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church in Hannibal, which taught that God approved of
slavery, that it was a holy thing, and that the Bible
endorsed it (15:6).

Later in Huckleberry Finn Twain

illustrated how such teachings of the church molded and
warped Huck's "conscience."
The situation which Twain described is reflected
in a pamphlet published by a group of Southern slaveholders.

It boldly stated that "religion could pla:y a

major role in the perpetuation of slavery."

The paper

went on to say:
Precepts that inculcated good-will, forbearance
and forgiveness; that enjoin meekness and patience
under evils; that demand truth and faithfulness
under all circumstances • • • must • • • change
the general character of persons thus taught
(13:159).
Many slaveholders agreed that Christian indoctrination
was an effective method of keeping slaves docile, honest
and faithful.

They realized, however, "that only a

carefully censored version of Christianity could have
this desired effect.

Inappropriate Biblical passages

had to be deleted" (13:159).
LATENT HOSTILITY AND AGGRESSION
In his recognition of the complexity of the
human personality and spirit, Twain does not oversimplify
the picture.

While he repeatedly depicts the meekness
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and servility which mark the slave personality, he also
shows how this meekness is often a psychological facade
(both conscious and unconscious) which hides underlying
hate, defiance, and rebellion.

Many pro-slavery writers

of the day depicted happy, faithful slaves, considerate
masters, and wretched freemen who wanted to return to
slavery (7:199).

Twain refused to support this Southern

myth.
One part of this myth maintained that the Negro
temperament, personality, and physical makeup suited
him naturally for servitude.
~

Stampp comments that a

master was not blinded by this theory.

He realized

that the Negroes were not natural born slaves, that as
they were imported from Africa they needed to be trained,
and that each succeeding generation needed likewise to
be "broken in to bondage."

Like Twain, Stampp asserts

the vital role of training in creating the slave personality.

He also refers to the difficulties involved in break-

ing in the slave.
This [training] was no easy task, for the bondsman
rarely submitted willingly. Moreover, he rarely
submitted completely. In most cases there was no
end to the need for control--at least not until
old age reduced the slave to a condition of helplessness (13:144).
However, according to Stampp many masters believed
they understood their slaves and few slaves discouraged
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this belief because they found it to their advantage.

"•

• • they said the things they thought their masters

wanted to hear, and they conformed with the rituals that
signified their subservience" (13:87).
Kenneth Lynn also points out this facade of the
slave.

Lynn describes the Negro slave as going through

the motions of his "desperate comic act":
This black Clown called himself "nigger 0 although
he hated the term; he grinned; he danced; and he
laughed and laughed. No image of self-abasement
was beneath the dignity of this harried actor.
By turns he played the irresponsible child, the
happy-go-lucky fool, the patient and grateful
animal • • • • By every word and gesture he
sought to furnish his master with an image of
his utter contentment in being a slave, for
that was an image, he knew, that the white
man liked to believe in (10:100).
The slave usually yielded to authority and showed
the "face" he knew his master expected to see because he
saw no other practical choice.

Even so, few went through

life without expressing their discontent in some way.
The most passive of slaves could be expected to flare up
some time before middle age (13:89).

In brief, "few

slaves ever really adapted successfully to their servitude • • • " (13:6).
Frederick Douglass, the famous Negro slave who
won his freedom, made an interesting statement which
indicates the connection between a slave's passivity and
the dormant dreams of freedom, which were never quite
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extinguished.
Beat and cuff your slave, keep him hungry and
spiritless, and he will follow the chain of his
master like a dog; but feed and clothe him well-work him moderately--surround him with physical
comfort--and dreams of freedom intrude. Give
him a bad master, and he aspires to a good master;
give him a good master, and he wishes to become his
own master l3:263).
In the heroical figures of Jim and especially
Roxy, Twain shows the deep underlying feelings of discontent, hate and rebellion in the slave personality.
Both characters achieve a kind of dignity, as they challenge through struggle the slave system of the South
(7:209).
In one passage in Pudd'nhead Wilson Twain describes
the dignity and boldness of Roxy's nature, which was
coupled with a facade of meekness.
She was of majestic form and stature, her
attitudes were imposing and statuesque, and
her movements distinguished by a noble and
stately grace • • • • She had an easy, independent carriage--when she was among her own
caste--and a high and "sassy" way, withal;
but of course she was meek and humble enough
where white people were (20:11-12).
Roxy's capacity for hate and rebellion is revealed in the scene where she was watching the two sleeping
babies.

She bitterly asked what her poor little baby

had done that he should face the possibility of being
sold down the river.
the baby's father:

Then she vented her feelings on
"I hates yo' pappy; he hain't got
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no heart--for niggers, he hain't anyways.
en I could kill him! 0 (20:18-19)

I hates him,

Roxy reasoned, however,

that such a murder would not help save her baby from
slavery.

Thus she found a more suitable outlet for her

violent feelings in her plan of drowning herself and
her baby.

Roxy dressed herself in a gaudy dress and

turban for the occasion.

And Twain with deliberate image-

ry writes that she looked like a "volcanic irruption of
infernal splendors" (20:20).

Lynn comments that "Roxy

is truly one of Twain's volcanoes, at once a liberator
and a destroyer, a cunning and ruthless idealist who
does not hesitate to kill in order to save" (10:264).
Roxy's most dramatic expression of her defiance
is her act of switching the two babies in order that her
Chambers might be free.
freedom vicariously.
had expected.

She also hoped to taste of this

Roxy's plan did not work out as she

Yet whenever Tom gave her a few kind words,

she was happy and proud "for this was her son, her nigger
son, lording it among the whites and securely avenging
their crimes against the race" (20:34).
In one particular scene with Tom, Roxy's long
suppressed resentments rose to the surface as she began
to feel Tom coming under her power.

Roxy had returned

to Tom in hopes of receiving some kind of financial help,
but Tom flatly refused.

"Roxy's head was down, in an

attitude of humility.

But now the fires of her old

wrongs flamed up in her breast and began to burn fiercely" (20:64).

She threatened Tom with knowledge which she

said could ruin him.

And she demanded that Tom get down

on his knees and beg if he wanted to know what she was
talking about.

As Tom finally slumped to his knees to

beg, "the heir of two centuries of unatoned insult and
outrage looked down on him and seemed to drink in deep
draughts of satisfaction" (20:67).

At the beginning of

their encounter Tom had returned Roxy's praise and flattery with insults.

But as Roxy reacted he began to

understand that even a slave could remember injuries
and enjoy taking revenge when the opportunity arose
(20:66).
Roxy's feelings well up and explode in an act of
violence in one episode.

She had befriended a little

slave girl on the Southern plantation where she too was
a slave.

One day Roxy saw the overseer beating the girl,

who squirmed on the ground with pain.

As Roxy related

the story to Tom she declared, "I couldn't stan' it.
All de hell-fire dat 'uz ever in my heart flame' up, en I
snatch de stick outen his han• en laid him flat" (20:154).
While it was true that most slaves during their
lives rebelled in some way, it was also true that the
majority, as they grew older, lost their hope and spirit
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(13:89).

So it was with Roxy.

After her ordeal of being

sold down the river and then desperately escaping, she
returned to Tom an old and broken woman.
I is all broke down en wore out now, en so I reckon
it ain't in me to storm aroun' no mo', like I used
to when I 'uz trompled on en 'bused • • • • I's
suffered so much dat mournin' seem to come mo•
handy to me now den stormin' (20:151).
Jim in Huckleberry Finn does not overtly express
as much aggression and hostility as does Roxy.

In fact,

in many ways he seems to be the perfect slave:

gentle,

childlike in his superstition and illiteracy, faithful.
However, when he discovers that he is in danger of being
sold down the river by Miss Watson, Jim makes his declaration of discontent and rebellion by running away.

The

rest of Jim's story is his desperate struggle to reach
Cairo and freedom.

As they neared Cairo "Jim said it

made him all over trembly and feverish to be so close to
freedom" (14:122).

In his excitement Jim boldly declared

that his first project as a freeman would be to free his
family, either by buying them or stealing them.

Twain

makes it clear that Jim was not one of those fictitious
Negroes who were content with slavery and bewildered by
the thought of freedom.
Grier and Cobbs described one of their black
women patients as a very passive person, yet beneath her
passivity was anger.

They commented that this pathology
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is a legacy of slavery, that it is linked to the "silent
war" that existed between master and slave (8:37).

Even

slaves who through old age had lost any hope of freedom
would engage in this silent war.

They found countless

minor ways to exasperate their masters and thus give vent
in a small way to their suppressed feelings (13:97).
Pilfering or "taking" things from their master was, of
course, a part of this battle.

And as Twain comments

in Pudd'nhead Wilson, they held it no sin to "take military advantage of the enemy" in this way (20:15).
In the Yankee Twain shows how this latent hostility and aggression finds expression not only in overt
acts, but also in the simple daring to think, to criticize,
and to speak out.

Hank interpreted such behavior as evi-

dence that a slave's'ma.nhood" was still intact.

At

least in some small way he was able to strike out in his
own defense.
In the chapter "The Tragedy of the Manor-House"
one man explained to Hank that, although out of fear the
neighbors had pretended loyalty to the master, they were
actually all happy he was dead.

They shed the hypocrite's

tear, again, out of fear for their safety.

To finally

speak these words of hate against the master was a joy
to the man though he knew the possible consequences.
have said the words • • • the only ones that have ever

"I
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tasted good in my mouth • • • •

Lead on, an ye will, be

it even to the scaffold, for I am ready."

Hank's response

to the man's bold statement was enthusiastic:

"There

it was, you see, A man is a man, at bottom, whole ages
of abuse and oppression cannot crush the manhood clear
out of him" (16:301).
Another time Hank asked a group of freemen what
they thought the society would be like if everyone had
a vote.

Would they elect a handful of people to have

all the rights and privileges?

Most of the people were

puzzled by the question and said they didn't know.
Finally one man
brought his fist down and said he didn't believe
a nation where every man had a vote could voluntarily get down in the mud and dirt in any such
way; and that to steal from a nation its will and
preference must be a crime and the first of all
crimes (16:106-7).
Again Hank's response was "this one's a man" (16:107).
In Morgan Le Fay's dungeon Hank discovered one
man in prison for his chance, but bold remark:

"If you

were to strip the nation naked and send a stranger through
the crowd he couldn't tell the king from a quack doctor
• • ·" (16:157).

In his statement the man was, of course,

denying the validity of the nation's caste system.
Hank was delighted:

Again

"Apparently, here was a man whose

brains had not been reduced to an ineffectual mush by
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by idiotic training (16:157).
At the smallpox hut the diseased woman, with her
family dying around her, explained to Hank and the king
how misery and despair had broken her down, and she could
no longer hold in feelings of bitterness and hate.
[I] uttered a deep blasphemy--ho! a thousand of
them!--against the Church and the Church's ways
• • • it was to the priest I said the words, for
he was come to chide me for lack of due humility
under the chastening hand of God (16:2$7).
A desperate outbreak of violence is seen among
a group of slaves in another episode from the Yankee.
When the master discovered that Hank had escaped, he was
furious and began beating the rest of his slaves with
his heavy stick.

However, they unexpectedly resisted

and broke his back, beating him to death.

Hank had

previously marveled at the animal-like dumbness and
humility of these slaves.

Yet when an opportunity arose

they were able to violently give vent to their long suppressed hate and resentments.

The result was the slave-

master's body "battered to a pulp" (16:370-71).
The fate of these slaves was death by hanging,
just as the prisoner in the dungeon and the woman in the
smallpox hut faced death as the reward of their acts of
defiance and rebellion.

Their deaths served as public

lessons (further training) to other slaves who might be
tempted to express feelings of rebellion.

Only through
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luck did Jim, a runaway slave, escape hanging.

As Huck

said, "The men was very huffy and some of them wanted to
hang Jim for an example to all the other niggers around
there, so they wouldn't be trying to run away like Jim
done • • • " (14:393).
The ambivalence in Twain's view of man (discussed
in Chapter 1) is brought out in his treatment of the
slave's latent hostility.

Twain is able to explain all

the other effects of slavery on the slave (such as meekness, fear, self-contempt, etc.) by his deterministic
theory of training.

However, as he depicts the latent

hostility of the slave, Twain shows men acting or reacting against their training.

And in such passages Twain's

view of man as a morally free creature (thereby capable
of achieving nobility) comes to the forefront.

ttWhole

ages of abuse and oppression cannot crush the manhood out
of him," writes Twain.

And with such statements he pays

tribute to what he sees as the ruggedness of man, his
natural resistance to "idiotic training."

Chapter 3

THE EFFECTS OF SLAVERY AND TRAINING ON THE SLAVEMASTER
The effect of slavery on the slaveholder was, of
course, in many respects the counterpart of the effect
seen on the slave.

While the slave suffered from a de-

graded self-concept, the slaveholder enjoyed a belief in
his superiority.

While the slave was extremely passive,

the slaveholder was often extremely aggressive.

However,

in one respect the effect of slavery on both slave and
slaveholder was quite similar.

Both groups through train-

ing became blinded to the contradictions inherent in the
institution of slavery.
As generations passed and slavery became rooted
in the South, the whites assumed absolute power over the
blacks, thus changing the psychology of each group.
The nation became involved in a bizarre system of
reasoning about slaves. No longer were they simply
unfortunate beings caught up in an economic system
which exploited their labor. Now they were to be
sub-human--quasi-humans who not only preferred
slavery but felt it best for them. The American
had to hide from himself and others his oppression
of blacks (8:32).

SENSE OF SUPERIORITY
The preceding statement summarizes the "doctrine
of white supremacy" and partially explains the psychology
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behind it.

It was not only slaveholders who enjoyed this

sense of superiority over blacks, but all whites.
non-slaveholders in the South opposed slavery.

Few

Even

the very poor "enjoyed the prestige of membership in the
superior caste."

As long as there were slaves, the

humblest white man knew he would not be at the bottom of
the social ladder (13:426).
In Huckleberry Finn Twain illustrates this situation through Pap Finn.

Pap, although he was considered

"white trash," shared with the slaveholder a strong sense
of superiority over the Negro.

One day Pap saw a well-

dressed, free Negro come into town.

It was said that he

was a college professor and could vote.
himself with indignation:

Pap was beside

"And to see the cool way of

that nigger--why, he wouldn't 'a' give me the road if I
hadn't shoved him out of the way" ( 14: 38).

'While Pap

was looked down on by most of the town's people, the
attitude of white supremacy allowed him to refer contemptuously to the Negro as "a prowling, thieving, infernal white-shirted free nigger" (14:38).
In the slaveholder's mind the slave was on a
level with animals.

Twain satirically comments that

:rt.tr. Driscoll "was a fairly humane man towards slaves and

other animals" (20:14).

When Hank and Sandy came upon

a group of humble freemen, and Hank proposed to eat with
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them, Sandy indignantly said "she would as soon think of
eating with the other cattle" (16:102).

In another

scene from the Yankee a nobleman rode up upon a mob of
freemen and commanded his retinue, "Lash me these animals
to their kennels!" (16:347)
Training created (or at least perpetuated) a
large gap between the roles of the slave and the slaveholder.

This gap in turn contributed to the slaveholder's

sense of superiority.

This feeling of superiority is

obvious in Tom Driscoll.
place.

Tom quickly taught Roxy her

Though she was his mother, she did not venture

to give him any caresses or endearing names.

"Such

things, from a 'nigger' were repulsive to him, and she
had been warned to keep her distance and remember who
she was" (20:33).

At one point Tom felt utterly debased,

because he had been forced to humble himself before Roxy,
an inferior being.

"I've knelt to a nigger wench! • • •

I thought I had struck the deepest depths of degradation
before, but oh, dear, it was nothing to this • • • "
(20:69).
Although Twain continually emphasized the role
of training in connection with slavery, he was well aware
of the economic motive behind the institution.

As has

been seen, many times the role of training was to perpetuate certain beliefs or myths which covered up the basic
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economic motives.

It can also be seen how this economic

motive produced some of the psychological effects (such
as the slaveholder's sense of superiority) which training
again merely perpetuated.
Stampp writes that in the antebellum South the
twin functions of the slave were to labor dilligently and
to breed prolifically for the comfort of his master (13:28).
Slavery was first of all a labor system.

It was a slave's

productive capacity that the master valued most, and one
of his main problems was "organizing and exploiting their
labor with maximum efficiency" (13:34).
Though Southern slaveholders denied charges of
slave breeding, there is some evidence that this purpose
existed and was carried out in various ways.

Most slaves

were worth hundreds of dollars when sold on the slave
market.

So naturally a master's wealth was increased as

his slaves bore children.

As evidence of this slave

breeding purpose Stampp quotes a propagandist in Florida:
The climate is peculiarly adapted and fitted to
the constitution of the Negro. It is an excellent and cheap climate to breed and raise them.
The offal of the Sugar House fattens them like
young pigs (13:247).
Legal codes and court records of the period give
some indication of the dehumanizing effects of slavery.
They record how slaves were bartered, deeded, devised,
seized, and auctioned.

They were property in fact and

in law (13:201).

As the system reduced slaves to mere

property and animals to be bred, two psychological effects
were inevitable:

(1) the slave's sense of inferiority

and (2) the master's sense of superiority.
Many of the episodes dealing with slavery found
in Twain's novels can be traced back to actual experiences he had as a boy.

In his AutobiograEhY Twain re-

called an incident which illustrates the attitude of
the slaveholder toward the slave and the economic factor
involved •
• • • I remember that once when a white man killed
a Negro man for a trifling little offense everybody seemed indifferent about it--as regarded the
slave--though considerable sympathy was felt for
the slave's owner, who had been bereft of valuable
property by a worthless person who had not been able
to pay for it (15:30-31).
In several scenes Twain depicts the slaveholder's
habit of regarding the slave as mere property.

For

example, at the close of Pudd'nhead Wilson Tom was sen~
tenced to life imprisonment.

However, the creditors of

Percy Driscoll's estate argued that Tom was lawfully their
property.

Everyone agreed that if Tom were white it would

be right to punish him because it would be no loss to anyone, but to shut up a valuable slave for life was different.

Thus the Governor pardoned Tom, and he was sold

down the river (20:203).
In Huckleberry Finn the dauphin was upset when
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he thought that the slaves which he sold stole the inheritance money (and just pretended they were sorry they
had to leave the region). "Don't ever tell me any more
that a nigger ain't got no histeronic

talent • • • •

In my opinion there's a fortune in 'em • • • and here we've
gone and sold 'em for a song" (14:255-56).

Though the

dauphin's method was a bit unusual, his first concern,
like that of the typical slaveholder, was the exploitation of the Negro for his own economic benefit.
At one point Huck assumed the attitude of a
typical white boy to get out of his predicament with the
duke and the dauphin.

Huck explained to the duke that

when he found the raft gone he said to himself, "they've
took my nigger, which is the only nigger I've got in the
world, and now I'm in a strange country, and ain't got
no property no more • • • " (14:299).
Hank (during his experience as a slave) described
the slavemaster as a "brute" with "a heart solely for
business.I'

At one point the slave band was caught in a

snowstorm, which threatened to kill many of the more
feeble slaves.

When a mob chased a woman accused of

being a witch into the midst of the slaves, the slavemaster insisted that they burn her right there.

Then

he lashed the slaves into position about the stake and
warmed them into "life and commercial value" by the fire.
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Even so, the snowstorm took the lives of nine slaves, and
the master was so enraged over his loss that he was even
more brutal to those who had survived (16:358).
In the Yankee Twain acknowledges the economic
motive behind the social system (in actuality a slave
system) and the resulting sense of superiority in the
upper classes •
• • • the nation as a body was in the world for
one object and one only; to grovel before king
and Church and noble; to slave for them, sweat
blood for them, starve that they might play,
drink misery to the dregs that they might be
happy • • • be familiar all their lives with
the degrading language and postures of adulation that they might walk in pride and think
themselves the gods of this world (16:63).
CALLOUSNESS AND AGGRESSION
Hank comments that this old and inbred custom
of the slaveholder regarding himself as a superior being
is basic to and results in the slaveholder's spirit and
blunted feelings (16:234).

In this context the brutality

and callousness seen in the slaveholder seem almost
natural, at least inevitable.

After all, the abuse of

one's own animals or property could be rather easily
overlooked; it was nothing to plague a person's conscience.
Stampp quotes a North Carolina planter who once
wrote:

"Slavery and Tyranny must go together • • • "
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He maintained that if one was to have an obedient and
useful slave, he had to exercise undue and tyrannical
authority (13:141).

Stampp comments that few people who

knew Southern slavery would deny the element of savagery
that existed within it (13:1$0).

Cruelty could be ex-

pected from mentally unbalanced slaveholders, but it was
not limited to them.

"Men and women, otherwise 'normal,'

were sometimes corrupted by the

extraordinary power that

slavery conferred upon them" (13:1$2).
Twain in a comment in his Notebook refers to this
hand-in-hand relationship between slavery and cruelty.
nTo admit that slavery exists in any country is to admit
that you may describe any form of brutal treatment which
you can imagine and go there and find it has been imagined, and applied, before you" (1$:19f:!-99).
Tom Driscoll exemplifies the callous, cruel nature
of the slaveholder.

In fact, the passivity which Tom re-

quired of Chambers seemed to bring out a heightened
visciousness in Tom.

Perhaps the reason behind this is

that man is frustrated when his actions bring no response.
In this case a more cruel act is called for in the subconscious hope of a response, and at the same time this
act serves to release the frustration.

This type of

"psychology" is seen when Tom ordered Chambers to beat
up the boys.

Chambers meekly, pleadingly resisted the
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order, and Tom in a fit of frustration finally attacked
and stabbed him (20:33).
In a similar scene Tom was irritated by Chambers
interrupting him.

He bombarded the slave with cuffs, as

Chambers humbly lifted an arm to shield himself and
pleaded for mercy.

But Tom continued to hit finally

ending his attack with several kicks.
made a revealing comment to himself;

Afterwards he
"He arrived just

at the right moment; I was full to the brim with bitter
thinkings, and nobody to take it out of.
it was!

I feel better" (20:62).

How refreshing

Tom's callousness and

superior feeling enabled him to use Chambers as a mere
punching bag, a scapegoat.
This incident brings to mind a similar situation
in The Prince and the Pauper.

The "whipping boy," who

was to take the punishments of the prince, explained to
the puzzled Tom, "None may visit the sacred person of the
Prince of Wales with blows; wherefore when he faulteth,
"tis I that take them • • • " (19:107).
mechanism is evident again.

The scapegoat

Aggression and frustration

aroused by one subject (perhaps self) are redirected and
safely released on another subject (deemed of small worth).
·while Tom Driscoll is depicted as a villain, whose
cruelty seems almost natural to his personality, Twain
emphasizes the role of training by also depicting the
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cruel hardness of seemingly kind people and the uncon~
sciousness with which cruelty was often carried out.
Twain brings out this unconscious hardness of the
slaveholder and upper classes in a painful scene from the
Yankee.

A group of pilgrims on their way to the Valley

of Holiness stopped to observe as a slave girl was held
and brutally whipped.

Their only comments as they watched

were on the expert handling of the whip.
They were too much hardened by lifelong every-day
familiarity with slavery to notice that there was
anything else in the exhibition that invited
comment. This was what slavery could do in the
way of ossifying what one may call the superior
lobe of human feeling; for these pilgrims were
kind-hearted people, and they would not have
allowed that man to treat a horse like that (16:189).
In a brief scene in Huckleberry Finn Twain shows
a similar unconscious hardness in the basically warm,
kind Aunt Sally.

When Huck told Aunt Sally he was late

because the boat had blown a cylinder-head, she immediately asked if anyone was hurt.
Killed a nigger."

Huck replied, "No'm.

And Aunt Sally commented, "Well, it's

lucky; because sometimes people do get hurt" (14:306-7).
In Aunt Sally's mind Negroes were subhuman, not in the
category of "people."
In the Yankee Morgan Le Fay clearly exhibits the
armadillo-like nature which the slaveholder often developed.

Like Tom, she is depicted as a natural villain;
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yet Twain makes clear the unconscious nature of her cruelty.

She is able to carry out the most savage act in

the most matter-of-fact manner.

For example, while they

were dining, one of the young pages lost his balance
and lightly fell against Morgan Le Fay's knee.
thinking she slipped a fatal dirk into him.

Without

Hank, who

was shocked, later discovered the "reasoning" behind
the queen's cruel act.
To kill the page was no crime--it was her right;
and upon her right she stood, serenely and unconscious of offense. She was a result of generations
of training in the unexamined and unassailed belief
that the law which permitted her to kill a subject
when she chose was a perfectly righteous one
(16:150-51).
Twain traces the queen's brutality and hardness to training.

He finally insists that training is all there is

to a person, and certainly the queen's training had made
an "ass" of her!

(16:150)

Another incident reveals the effect of training
on Morgan Le Fay.

The queen's dungeon was filled with

prisoners she had inherited.

When Hank couldn't find

a record of offenses justifying their imprisonment, he
asked Morgan Le Fay why she didn't set them free.
The question was a puzzler. She didn't know
why she hadn't; the thing had never come up in
mind • • • • It seemed plain to me now, that
with her training, those inherited prisoners
were merely property--nothing more, nothing less.
Well when we inherit property, it does not occur
to us to throw it away, even when we do not value
it (16:160).
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On the surface the queen's inaction might be explained by
her thoughtlessness and lack of feeling for other people.
But more basic than this is the fact that she had been
trained to feel that these prisoners were not people (to
be sympathized with) but merely property.
The Negroes often erected facades to hide their
hostility and aggression because they knew this was
necessary for survival.

In a similar way the slaveholder

often erected a facade of aristocratic manners, graciousness, and piety to hide his brutality and hardness.

As

Grier and Cobbs summarize, "The American had to hide from
himself and others his oppression of blacks" (8:32).
Frederick Douglass recognized particularly the
way in which religion served as a facade for the slaveholder's cruelty.

He said, based on his experience,

that he greatly preferred a master who made no pretensions to religion, to one that did.
I assert most unhesitatingly, that the religion
of the south is a mere covering for the most
horrid crimes, • • • and a dark shelter under,
which the darkest, foulest, grossest, and most
infernal deeds of slaveholders find the strongest protection (4:110).
Hank noticed this contradiction within the slaveholder's personality during his first visit to Arthur's
court.

In speech and behavior the nobility seemed gra-

cious.

"It was hard to associate them with anything cruel
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or dreadful; and yet they dealt in tales of blood and
suffering with a guileless relish that made me almost
forget to shudder" (16:19).
These same people were capable of prefacing their
most ruthless acts with "devout" prayers or some other
act of piety.

In one scene Morgan Le Fay was waiting

to be entertained by Hank magically killing someone.
To Hank's relief they were interrupted by the call to
prayers.

Twain satirically comments:

"I will say this

much for the nobility; that tyrannical, murderous,
rapacious, and morally rotten as they were, they were
deeply and enthusiastically religious" (16:136).
The Widow Douglass and her sister Miss Watson were
supposedly of the finest aristocracy in Huck's town.

Miss

Watson was apparently concerned with living a righteous
life, so that she could go to heaven.

She piously took

Huck aside to teach him about prayer and religion.

Yet

this same woman scared Jim into running off by her secret
plan for selling him down the river.

Miss Watson explain-

ed that she didn't want to do it, but she couldn't resist
the eight hundred dollars she was offered.

Beneath Miss

Watson's piety was the slaveholder's blunted feelings
and economic motive.

Mr. Percy Driscoll was also an aristocrat, one
who prided himself for his humanity.

Yet he was able
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to angrily threaten to sell his slaves down the river.
When he withdrew this threat, he was amazed at his own
generosity and humanity.

That night he wrote about the

incident in his diary, so that someday his son might be
inspired to such great deeds.

As Philip Foner comments,

"It never occurs to him • • • that by enslaving human
beings he has deprived himself of the right to consider
himself in terms of 'humanity"' (7:210-11).
In the previous examples each of Twain's slaveholding characters put on a mask of gentility and piety.
As mentioned before, the slaveholder attempted to hide
from himself and others his cruel, callous nature as a
master.

LATENT FEAR AND GUILT
On the surface the dominant characteristic of
the slave seemed to be his passivity and meekness, in
contrast to the aggression dominant in the slaveholder.
However, as has been seen, beneath the slave's passivity
was an undercurrent of hostility and aggression.

And

the counterpart seen in the slaveholder was a current
of guilt and fear which ran beneath his overt aggressiveness.
Elkin indicates, in fact, how this guilt was in
part a cause of the slaveholder's aggression.

He
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comments that in our American society guilt is more a
personal phenomenon than a social one.

Our Protestant

culture (in contrast to European cultures) lacks institutions whose partial function it is to absorb and transform guilt.

Within a structured situation guilt has out-

lets and limits for its constructive expression.
0

0therwise, it has no such channels.

It will thus accu-

mulate, like static electricity; it becomes aggressive,
unstable, hard to control, often destructive" (5:161).
While the slave's facade of passivity was often
accepted at face value by the slavemaster (and pointed
to as proof of slave contentment) there were also suspicions and fears which lurked in the slaveholder's mind.
As Lynn says:
• • • the white master class could never be sure
that the very obsequiousness of the slave was not
in some -insidious way a mockery; that the flash of
white teeth in the Negro's wide-grinning face was
not somehow a challenge and a warning (10:102).
Lynn cites a Southern mistress of a large plantation, who wrote in her diary that she could never penetrate the "black masks" of her slaves' faces (10:102).
Thus she voiced the general anxiety of white Southerners,
who "had always feared that the Negro was a volcano,
ready to burst forth at any moment in violence and revolt
• • • " (10:111).

Such events as the uprising of 1831

lent substance to these suspicions and fears (10:102).

59

In a scene in Huckleberry Finn Twain illustrates
the slaveholder's fear, which in turn intensified his
aggression.

Huck described the reaction of the group of

neighboring farmers when Jim was caught:
The men were very huffy and some of them wanted to
hang Jim for an example to all the other niggers
around there, so they wouldn't be trying to run
away like Jim done, and making such a raft of
trouble and keeping a whole family scared most
to death for days and nights (14:393).
Every minor incident (such as the running away
of a slave) served to spur the imagination of the slaveholder.

He lived within the dread atmosphere of "dark

rumors and imagined fears."

Fear intensified his aggres-

sion and thus increased his callousness.

As Elkin com-

ments, "the South became victimized by its own fears • •
." (5:220).

Twain once expressed a similar idea:

"Lincoln's proclamation • • • not only set black slaves
free, but set the white man free also" (7:200).

The

slaveholder ironically had become the slave, as he found
himself in bondage to his own fears and guilt.
BLINDNESS TO CONTRADICTION
Neither slave nor slaveholder could live with
the inherent contradictions in his personality and his
society without being in some measure blind to them.
This was exactly what training accomplished for the

60
slaveholder; it blinded him to these glaring contradictions.
In the Yankee Hank makes an observation which
indicates how the people had been trained not to reason,
for an unreasonable societal structure could not exist
long under scrutiny:

"•

• •

you soon saw that brains

were not needed in a society like that and indeed would
have marred it, hindered it, spoiled its symmetry-perhaps rendered its existence impossible" (16:22).
At one point Hank was sure that Clarence was
going to see through his pose as a magician.

But then

it occurred to him that "these animals didn't reason;
that they never put this and that together; that all
their talk showed that they didn't know a discrepancy
when they saw it" (16:39).
This blindness to discrepancy is illustrated in
an incident during Hank and the king's journey.

As Hank

stopped to watch a group of uncomplaining, pathetic slaves,
his attention was attracted to a nearby gathering.

"And

by hideous contrast, a redundant orator was making a
speech to another gathering not thirty steps away, in
fulsome laudation of 'our glorious British liberties'!"
(16:349)
Another time Hank talked to Morgan Le Fay about
the man she had had put on the rack.

She maintained that
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she would force him (by means of the rack) to confess
his crime; thus she would not be guilty of putting to
death an unconfessed man.

And if he was racked to death

without confessing, this would prove that he was innocent.
Again she would be safe because she would not have put
an unconfessed man to death.

Hank helplessly declared,

It was the stubborn unreasoning of the time. It
was useless to argue with her. Arguments have
no chance against petrified training • • • •
And her training was everybody's. The brightest
intellect in the land would not have been able
to see that her position was defective (16:143).
THE EFFECTS OF SLAVERY AND TRAINING AS ILLUSTRATED
IN HUCK
Twain in his examination of the effects of
slavery and training on the slaveholder provides an
interesting study in the character of Huck Finn.

Huck,

because he stands on the edge of society, has been only
partially trained by that society.

Thus the slave soci-

ety's mores, attitudes, and feelings, which Huck has had
contact with and partially assimilated, are brought into
sharp focus as they conflict with what seems to be Huck's
basic humanity.
All the minor characters that Hank discovers and
pronounces as "men," because they have not succumbed
entirely to their training, seem to be gloriously rep-
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resented by the hero Huck.
hood."

Huck has not lost his "man-

He has been exposed to the training of a slave-

holding society, and at times Huck might be accused of
being blind (on a conscious level) to the contradictions
within that society and himself.

Yet in many scenes Huck

is obviously puzzled by (not blind to) these discrepancies, which he seems to sense or grasp intuitively.
Thus with a rather strong sense of independence and in
an unselfconscious way, Huck is able to struggle against
his past training.
At the beginning of the novel Huck seemed to regard Jim much as any white Southerner regarded a slave.
However, gradually through his intimate contact with Jim,
Huck began to discover him as a person (7:205).

Through

time and struggle Huck was able to shuck off (to some
extent) the effects of slavery and training.
Huck was surprised when he discovered that Jim
too was hiding on the island.

When Huck promised not to

tell, Jim shared his secret that he had run away.
mediately Huck faced a conflict.

Im-

He felt bound by honor

to keep his word, but in order to do so he knew he would
have to go against what society expected and demanded.
"People would call me a low-down Abolitionist and despise
me for keeping mum • • • " (14:60).
"When this same conflict reoccurred, Huck again
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worried about the reaction of people to his "sin." "It
would get around that Huck Finn helped a nigger to get
his freedom, and if I was to ever see anybody from that
town again I'd be ready to get down and lick his boots
for shame" (14:294).
Huck's "conscience" (trained by a slave society)
kept telling him that he should have sympathy for Miss
Watson, who had lost her property.

But another part of

Huck did not feel this way, so he tried to explain it by
saying he "was brung up wicked."

Still his conscience

argued:
There was the Sunday school you could 'a' gone to
it; and if you'd 'a' done it they'd 'a' learnt you
there that people that acts as I'd been acting
about that nigger goes to everlasting fire (14:295).
Again Twain brings out the role of the church in subjecting the slaves and in training or molding the slavemaster.
Even after Huck had decided he was going to steal
Jim from the Phelps' farm, he was astonished that Tom
Sawyer would volunteer to help.

Huck could explain his

own participation in the "dirty low-down business" by
saying that he was low-down himself, but for respectable
Tom Sawyer to turn into a "nigger stealer" was shocking
(14:313-14).
In one of his notebooks Twain explains Huck's
feelings.

In those days the whole community was agreed

64
to one thing--the awful sacredness of slave property.
help a hunted slave in any way was a base crime.

To

Twain

goes on to comment that the influence of these ideas on
Huck (who had no economic reason for sharing them) "shows
that that strange thing, the conscience--the unerring
monitor--can be trained to approve any wild thing you
want it to approve if you begin its education early and
stick to it" (7:206).
Through Huck, Twain a.gain illustrates the slaveholder's feeling of superiority.

Huck played a trick on

Jim after they had been separated in the fog, and Jim,
feeling like Huck had made a. fool of him, was quite
angry.

Huck's reaction brings to mind Tom Driscoll's

in a similar situation.

Like Tom, Huck felt debased at

the thought of apologizing to a Negro.

"It was fifteen

minutes before I could work myself up to go and humble
myself to a nigger • • • " (14:120).

However, unlike Tom,

Huck was able to say afterward that he wasn't ever sorry
he apologized and he didn't "do him no more mean tricks."
Despite his training Huck was beginning to regard Jim in
human terms.
The white community regarded Negroes in subhuman
terms, as creatures not capable of deep human emotions.
Thus Huck was puzzled by evidence of humanity in Jim.
One evening Huck found Jim moaning to himself about his
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family.

Huck mused, "I do believe he cared just as much

for his people as white folks does for their'n.

It don't

seem natural but I reckon it's so" (14:215).
As they approached Cairo Jim grew excited and
said the first thing he was going to do as a free man
was save enough money to buy his wife and children, or
steal them if they weren't for sale.

Huck's reaction

illustrates the white belief that slaves were inferior
beings who had to be held in bounds and taught their
proper places.
It most froze me to hear such talk. He wouldn't
ever dared to talk such talk in his life before.
Just see what a difference it made in him the
minute he judged he was about free. It was
according to the old saying, "Give a nigger an
inch and he'll take an ell" (14:123).
Jim's courage and generosity are continually
evident as he and Huck journey down the river.

For ex-

ample, Jim risked his own freedom to save Tom Sawyer's
life when he was shot.

Another time he shielded Huck

from knowing that the corpse in the floating house was
Pap Finn.

Huck was not blind to this nobility in Jim.

But it contradicted his belief (a result of society's
training) that Negroes were inferior, subhuman.

Huck

rather awkwardly tried to reconcile his past training
with his present experiences and concluded, "I knowed
he was white inside • • • 0 (14:3$1).
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An episode towards the end of the novel illustrates Huck's shifting viewpoint and his ability to shed
some of his slaveholding attitudes.

When Huck discovered

that the duke and the dauphin had turned Jim in for "forty
dirty dollars," he called them scoundrels because "they
could have the heart to serve Jim such a trick as that
and make him a slave again all his life • • • " (14:294).
Although the duke and the dauphin by turning in a runaway
slave had acted in perfect accordance with their training
and society's standards, Huck condemned them.

For he

himself was no longer acting and feeling wholly according to the societal training of his past.

Instead, he

was responding to his present (and novel) experiences
with Jim.
The greatest evidence of Huck's victory over his
training lies in his ultimate decision concerning Jim.
After intense struggle Huck chose to be loyal to Jim even
at the cost of going to hell.

Huck's heart won out over

all of society's strong expectations, and threats, and
training.

Twain describes Huck's thoughts as he stood

holding his betrayal note to Miss Watson:
I took it up, and held it in my hand. I was atrembling, because I'd got to decide, forever,
betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I studied
a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then
says to myself:
"All right, then, I'll go to hell"--and tore
it up {14:297).
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Huck's victory is by no means a total one which
suddenly releases him completely from the bondage of his
training and transforms him into an abolitionist.
struggle is unselfconscious in nature.

Huck's

Thus he naturally

does not consciously and immediately generalize about the
entire Negro race and institution of slavery on the basis
of his discoveries and decisions concerning Jim.
In one respect Huck's decision concerning Jim is
an extremely personal one, which he dares not generalize
upon because of his training.

In fact, Huck does not

see his new attitude toward Jim and his final decision
to be loyal as victories for righteousness or justice.
As mentioned before, the only way Huck can explain his
behavior to himself is by "reminding" himself that he
is bad and was "brung up wicked."

Thus he cannot imagine

"good and respectable" people (like Tom) sharing his feelings and actions towards a Negro.
Twain, of course, does not provide any picture
of how Huck's attitudes toward Negroes and slavery change
and develop (if they do) as he grows into manhood.

But

as mentioned earlier, Twain maintained that while no
single influence could make a man do a thing which was
at war with his training, it could start his mind on a
new track and open it to the reception of other new influences.

There is real hope for Huck, for his mind is

6S
definitely started on a new track.

Chapter 4
ROLE-SWITCHING
Role-switching seems to be a favorite technique
of Twain's.

And he uses this technique to further explore

the minds of the slave and the slaveholder.

The role-

switching provides the characters with additional opportunities for revealing their personalities.

For example,

the slaveholder's sense of superiority and deeply ingrained
callousness is ci:gain illustrated through the role-switching.
In The Prince and the Pauper Twain has Tom Canty,
the pauper, change places with Prince Edward, the aristocrat.

The experiences of the boys give brief glimpses

of some of Twain's ideas (regarding the slave and the
slaveholder) which he later presents more completely and
forcefully through the role-switching in Pudd'nhead
Wilson and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court.
THE PRINCE AND THE PAUPER
As Tom and the prince traded clothes and stood in
front of the mirror, the prince made a comment which reveals
one of Twain's main purposes in the role-switching.

"And,

now that I am clothed as thou wert clothed, it seemeth, I
should be able the more nearly to feel as thou didst when
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the brute soldier--[abused you]" (19:17).

Hopefully the

prince would gain a new perspective as he looked through
the eyes of the oppressed, rather than those of the
oppressor.
However, the prince's training had taught him to
believe in his superiority.

By "rights" he should receive

the utmost respect and always be treated with dignity.
The prince quickly forgot his own admission that in Tom's
clothes none could tell him from a pauper, whom the laws
and society had stripped of any dignity or rights.

Thus

the young prince immediately faced conflict, as he continually and indignantly demanded the respect due his superior
person and instead received scorn and abuse.
Hendon did not scorn the prince, but he was amazed
and amused as the ostensible pauper continually expected
to be waited on and matter-of-factly demanded preferred
treatment.

When the prince was ready to wash, he prodded

Hendon into action with his impatient foot-tapping and
comment:

"Prithee, pour the water • • • " (19:83).
Despite the prince's training as the days passed

bringing new, very foreign experiences to the prince, he
made resolves for changes when he became king.

For ex-

ample, after his abuse by the boys at Christ's church,
he decided that they needed more than just food and
shelter.

They needed teaching to satisfy a starved mind
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and heart.

With his new-found wisdom and empathy the

prince commented, "I will keep this diligently in my remembrance, that this day's lesson be not lost upon me,
and my people suffer thereby • • • " (19:22).
Another time the prince overheard a gang of outcasts talking about their persecution at the hands of
the English law and government.

One fellow described

how he was ruined by the exactions of the law and then
finally sold for a slave.
A slave! Do you understand that word! An English
slave!--that is he that stands before ye. I have
run from my master, and when I am found--the heavy
curse of heaven fall on the law of the land that
commanded it!--I shall hang! (19:141)
A law which was matter-of-factly accepted and ~pproved
by the aristocracy (because it did not touch them) was
odious to the ears of the young prince as he began to
understand the reality of it.

He emphatically inter-

rupted the slave, "Thou shalt not!--and this day the end
of that law is come!" (19:141)
Later when the prince found himself in prison,
he talked with the other prisoners and was shocked to
discover the horrible punishments they faced for such
paltry crimes.

He was furious over such inhumanities

and angrily, but wisely declared, "The world is made
wrong, kings should go to school to their own laws at
times and so learn mercy" (19:224).
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Apparently the prince's experiences were not
wasted on him.

When he finally ascended the throne as

king, he ruled with a lenient and understanding hand,
not as his father had.

Many times some great dignitary

would argue against his leniency and urge that some law
which the king was intent on amending was gentle enough
for its purpose and caused no suffering or oppression
which anyone need mind much.

Then the young king would

reply, "What dost thou know of suffering and oppression?
I and my people know, but not thou" (19:274).
Tom Canty, like the prince, found himself in a
frustrating situation initially, as a result of their
role-switching.

Tom had been trained to fill the role

of pauper, and he found it very difficult to assume the
role of aristocrat.

After his first conversation with

the king he had the impression that he was free to go
and started to leave.

When the king questioned him Tom

explained,
• • • but I did think me free, and so was I moved
to seek again the kennel where I was born and bred
to misery, yet which harboreth my mother and my
sisters, and so is home to me; whereas these pomp
and splendors whereunto I am not used--(19:29).
In his new clothes Tom looked like a king, but
he was not able to feel like one.

Because of his train-

ing, he felt inferior and very uncomfortable in his new
role.

However, as time passed his discomfort lessened.
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• • • he was getting a little used to his circumstances and surroundings; his chains still galled,
but not all the time; he found the presence and
homage of the great afflicted and embarrassed him
less and less sharply • • • (19:113).
As Tom was eventually forced into kingly duties
and decisions, his confidence in himself grew.

One day

he demanded that a group of prisoners on the way to their
execution be brought to him.
and with spirit.

He handled the case wisely

The assemblage was impressed.

The air being filled with applause, Tom's ear necessarily caught a little of it. The effect which
this had upon him was to put him greatly at his
ease, and also to charge his system with very
gratifying sensations (19:12).
Tom not only adjusted to his new position, but
began to develop the aristocratic sense of superiority
and love of power.

During the coronation festivities

Tom's "heart swelled with exultation; and he felt that
the one thing worth living for in this world was to be
a king, and a nation's idol" (19:239).

These new and

corrupting feelings eventually caused Tom to deny his
mother when she recognized him during the coronation
procession.
THE SLAVE AND THE SLAVEHOLDER
In the Yankee and Pudd'nhead Wilson Twain gives
three characters the unique experience of being both a
slave and a slaveholder.

Arising out of this dual exper-
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ience are some interesting reactions, which partially
reveal the mind of the slaveholder and further emphasize
the role of training.
Tom's reaction, when he is told he is actually a
slave rather than a slaveholder, reveals man's basically
egotistical nature.

Surely this tendency of man to view

things only from his own standpoint, this inability to
empathize with other people is one aspect of man's nature
which makes slavery possible.

Tom Driscoll had lived

selfishly and had failed to recognize a world of differing viewpoints, until finally he was forced to look
through different eyes.

His head swam with very foreign

thoughts:
Why were niggers and whites made: What crime did
the uncreated first nigger commit that the curse
of birth was decreed f'or him? And why is this awful
difference made between white and black? • • • How
hard the nigger fate seems, this morning!--Yet until
last night such a thought never entered my head

(20:76).

For about the first week after Tom learned of
his Negro blood, his personality involuntarily conformed
to the Negro role.

The hate which as a slaveholder he

had directed towards "niggers" he now directed towards
himself.

He was without dignity and worth and aware of

a need to shrink in humility before his betters.

When-

ever he met a friend his arm hung limp, rather than extending for a handshake.

"It was the 'nigger' in him
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asserting its humility, and he blushed and was abashed"
(20:77).

He was ashamed to continue in his role as an

equal of white people.
It is interesting, however, that after a couple
of weeks Tom slipped back into his old behavior patterns.
In several ways his opinions were changed, but as Twain
says, "the main structure of his character was not changed,
and could not be changed 0 (20:79).

Tom had been trained

to think and act as a slaveholder.
The deep roots of this training are brought out
in a scene between Roxy and Tom.

Tom was miserable (be-

cause of the dual problem) and Roxy took pity on him
pouring out words of endearment.
secretly--for she was a 'nigger.'

"It made him wince,
That he was one him-

self was far from reconciling him to that despised race"
(20:142).

Tom had been taught a hate and revulsion for

the Negro race, which even his new viewpoint could not
erase.
King Arthur also temporarily experienced life
as a slave in contrast to his life as a slaveholder.
Before Hank and the king started their journey, Hank
drilled the king trying to get him to assume a humble,
suppressed attitude.

But the drilling was just meaning-

less words to the king.

Hank exclaimed, "Words realize

nothing, vivify nothing to you, unless you have suffered
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in your own person the thing which the words describe"
(16:278).

Thus Twain again brings out his point that

man is usually unable to empathize with others.

He

understands and sympathizes only with his own experience.
Twain speaks through Hank to reveal the very
human reaction of both himself and the king when they
were unexpectedly sold into slavery.

"Slaves!

The

word had a new sound--and how unspeakable awful!"
(16:349-50)

They were forced into the kind of position

only out of which true empathy can arise.

Both men were

indignant and yet could not prove their identity.

Hank

recalled a law in the South which resulted in freemen
who could not prove their identity being sold into
slavery.

A fact which he had formerly regarded as im-

proper "became suddenly hellish."

Twain in recognition

of man's selfishness sadly comments, "Well that's the
way we are made"

(16:351).

After about a month of slavery with all of its
suffering and abuse, Hank again approached the king on
the question of slavery.

Arthur's reaction this time

was decidedly different from his original reaction to
the question.
And what Englishman was the most interested in the
slavery question by that time? His grace the king!
Yes; from being the most indifferent, he was become
the most interested. He was become the bitterest
hater of the institution I had ever heard (16:355-56).
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The king's recent personal experiences seem to have
shifted his viewpoint.
The story does not reveal whether Arthur later
acts upon his new convictions (like the prince), or like
Tom Driscoll, falls back into his old attitudes.
a hint is given in an earlier episode.

However,

At the smallpox

hut Arthur was made aware of the intense suffering of
the people under the church and king.

He was moved even

to tears by the agony of the diseased family.

Yet, a

few hours later when the two sons returned after escaping
imprisonment, the king had a "conscience attack" much like
Huck's.

He argued that he and Hank were bound to capture

the sons, who had committed an outrage against their lord
by escaping from him.

Hank groaned:

There it was again. He could see only one side of
it. He was so born, educated so, his veins were
full of ancestral blood that was rotten with this
sort of unconscious brutality • • • (16:291).
King Arthur, like Tom Driscoll, was trained so thoroughly
as a slaveholder that he was aJmost impervious to new experiences which contradicted his established viewpoint.
The ostensible Chambers is the third character
with a dual experience, as he viewed life first as a
slave and then as a slaveholder.
is given of Chambers' life.

Only a brief glimpse

However, Twain uses him to

further emphasize the point he makes with Tom Driscoll
and King Arthur.

Like Tom Canty (initially) Chambers

was extremely uncomfortable in his new role.
The real heir suddenly found himself rich and free,
but in a most embarrassing situation. He could
neither read nor write, and his speech was the
basest dialect of the Negro quarter. His gait,
his attitudes, his gestures, his bearing, his
laugh--all were vulgar and uncouth; his manners
were the manners of a slave • • • • The poor
fellow could not endure the terrors of the white
man's parlor, and felt at home and at peace nowhere but in the kitchen (20:202).
In Chambers' case Twain does not show any gradual adjustment of the slave to his new role, as he does in the
case of Tom Canty.

Apparently the training of the real

heir to be a slave prevented him from assuming his rightful, but completely foreign position as aristocrat and
slaveholder.
THE RESULTS OF ROLE-SWITCHING
In the role-switching of Tom Canty, the prince,
Tom Driscoll, King Arthur, and Chambers Twain illustrates
certain similar reactions as each person is placed in a
new situation which conflicts with his previous training.
However, there seems to be one basic difference in their
reactions which divides the characters into two groups.
Tom Canty and the prince eventually adjust to their new
situations and even benefit in some ways by the experiences.

The prince especially receives a new viewpoint,

which definitely affects his reign as king.

Like Huck
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Finn, they are able to shed some of their past training
when new experiences challenge old beliefs and behavior
patterns.
On the other hand, Tom Driscoll and King Arthur
seem to pass through their experiences almost untouched,
or at least unchanged.

Both Tom and the king experience

new viewpoints in their new roles, but this new perspective appears to be only superficial and temporary.

Tom

slips back into his old behavior patterns, and the king
shows signs of doing the same thing.
ever seen in Chambers.

No real change is

His slave personality continues

to assert itself despite his new position as aristocrat.
By showing this basic difference Twain was not
saying that training determines, shapes, and binds the
personality sometimes and other times little affects it.
In fact, in each character Twain is careful to illustrate
the strong influence of training and the struggle which
results when new experiences conflict with this training.
Twain's idea concerning environment as related
to training helps to explain partially this difference
in the reactions of the two groups of characters.

As

mentioned in Chapter 1, Twain maintained that if a man
could change his habitat or environment, the chances were
increased that new influences would take effect on him.
In the case of both Tom Driscoll and Chambers
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there is no such change of environment accompanying their
role-switch.

After Tom Driscoll learns of his Negro

heritage, he continues in his same environment and aristocratic position because no one else realizes his true
identity.

In a similar way after Chambers assumes his

new role of slaveholder, he continues to live in the
same house in which he lived as a slave.

Though his role

is switched there is no significant change in his environment.
On the other hand, a definite change of environment is involved in the life-changing experiences of Huck
Finn, Tom Canty, and Prince Edward.

Huck's relationship

with Jim develops within the renewing world of the River.
As they float down the river, Huck is removed from his
old environment within a slaveholding society.

Both

Tom and the prince leave their past environments and step
into new worlds as they switch roles.

Tom finds himself

in a very glamorous, privileged world, which is quite
foreign to him.

In a similar way the prince is thrown

into a dirty, poverty-stricken world, which he had scarcely
known existed.
Another explanation for this difference in the
characters' reactions lies in the possibility that Twain
was illustrating a now widely accepted psychological
principle:

that the younger a person is, the less bound

and set he is by his past experiences and habits; the
younger he is, the more flexible and open to new experiences he is.
As young boys Tom Canty, the prince, and Huck
step into new positions and experiences and thus suffer
conflict with their past training.

However, gradually

their present experiences become part of their training.
Because of their youth, they are more easily impressed
and more susceptible to change.
On the other hand, Tom Driscoll, King Arthur,
and Chambers are grown men at the time of their roleswitches.

Training has already shaped the basic struc-

ture of their personalities.

Maturity has brought a

hardening, which preserves their past training and tends
to prevent the penetration of new influences or new
training.

Thus Tom Driscoll and the king can undergo new

experiences, which bring new viewpoints and wisdom, but
the effect of these experiences tends to be temporary.

Chapter 5

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Twain in his exploration of the psychology of
slavery reveals his impressive insight into people and
the society of his time.

Repeatedly he illustrates and

describes certain effects of slavery which modern psychologists and researchers now recognize, aided by the
perspective of time.

This perspective of time allows a

man to calmly view and analyze a situation, unhampered
by the emotions of personal involvement.

Twain's clear

vision and perspective were not the result of time or
hindsight, as he spent his boyhood in the midst of the
slave situation and -wrote a few years later in the post
Civil War period.

However, Twain's sensitivity and in-

sight allowed him, even as a white Southerner, to recognize the effects and contradictions of slavery, which
most Southerners were blind to.
When Twain -wrote, the science of psychology was
in its embryonic stages.

Yet Twain in his depiction of

slavery describes behavior mechanisms and personality
effects which psychology was later to label.

In various

characters he vividly illustrates such psychological
mechanisms as repression, scapegoating, rationalization,
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accommodation, inferiority and superiority complexes,
compensation reactions, and conditioned responses.
In his exploration of the psychology of slavery,
Twain portrays the personality of the slave as marked by
a low self-concept, passivity, sheep-like meekness,
infantilization, blindness, and excessive fear.

Heil-

lustrates the disintegration of social and moral values
which the slaves suffered as a result of being uprooted
from their old life and forced into bondage.

Twain's

accurate and honest observations lead him also to depict
the latent hostility and aggression of the slave personality, even though his theory of training does not fully
account for such unexpected behavior.
In contrast to the effects seen in the slave
personality, the personality of the slaveholder is marked
by feelings of superiority, hate, and brutality.

However,

he shares with the slave a certain blindness to the contradictions within himself and his slave society.

Twain

skillfully uses the character of Huck Finn to explore
further the creation of the slaveholder personality and
to contrast the deviations of this personality with the
basic honesty and humanity of young Huck.
To emphasize further the role of training and to
study the reactions of the slave and the slaveholder in
new situations which conflict with their past training,
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Twain performs several role-switches among his characters.
In so doing he illustrates the possibility of youth
partially breaking away from his past training, in contrast to the seeming impossibility of any permanent or
significant change in the mature personality which training has already shaped.
In his portrayal of various characters Twain
vividly brings out the dehumanizing effects of slavery
on both slave and slaveholder.

The slave through contempt

and abuse is reduced to the dumb resignation of an animal,
sapped of his humanity.

At the same time the slaveholder

exhibits animal-like savagery and absence of feeling.
Such elements of man's nature as his egoism,
his lack of empathy, his thoughtlessness, and his greed
seem to explain some of the actions and reactions of the
slaveholder which make slavery possible.
such explanations are superficial.

However, all

Twain finds almost

all effects and apparent causes rooted in training.
Through stimulus and response, through custom,
through preaching and teaching, through all of his outside influences and associations, man is trained.

In

this way, says Twain, his very nature is formed and becomes almost unalterable.

In the case of slavery the

product of the training is the slave and the slaveholder
Their personalities are deeply marked by the dehumanizing
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effects of slavery, and the marks are not easily erased,
if ever at all.
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